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Have Your 
Money Ready 

It costs to get in the 
International Festival, 
but the smokes are free 

By Steve McVicker 

n n the 2\ year* since its inception. the 
Houston international festival his 
grown Irom a cozy. tvo-biotk long 
arts and crofts show to a22fecuare- 
block blowout that wretches over ten day*, 
replete with heavyweight corporate Spon¬ 
sors like Enron and Aero Mexico led a prtsi- 
done who coils down a six-figure salary. 

And this year, there's another new feature: 
an admission charge. Vitas tar the festi¬ 
val, which runs from Thursday, April 20, 
through April 30. Me S3 in advance and SS it 
the sst« tor adults, 

Festival argasiaerj say the vagaries of 
Houston's weather are forcing them to 
charge lor admission for the first time. 
Heavy rains have dampened attendance 
three out of the last four year*, they 
say, and farced the ccnr-nllatioc of almost 
an entire weekend of the festival last 
year. And Rodney King apparently also fig¬ 
ures somewhere in the calculus: during 
the one dry year out of the past four, atten¬ 
dance was down because of fears thoc riot, 
ittg in Los Angeles might spread to 
Houston (well, that’s what festival officials 
say, anyway). 

•Last year during the' festival there was » 
20 percent chance of min." explains festival 
president James Austin, 'Well, ii ruined 20 
percent Of the time, which «o* all the hours 
of the festival," 

Austin isy< directors o! the Houston 
International Foundation, the non-profit that 
stages the festival, convened an emergency 
meeting liter last year's deluge to censilin' 
cost-cutting measures. One step they took 
was to slash the festival's Ml-timc t*afi tom 
IS to seven, although Auatic'a $1 10,000 
annual salary remained inlaet 
The board also decided that instituting an 
admission charge wa* the only way the festi- 
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vitl could sunk** short 
of ar.king the city Ol 
Houutcr, fur direct fund¬ 
ing — which Austin says 
wasn't really a viable 
notion. gi«>n the city s 
budget constrainin'. 

"in this day and ugu, 
nyw hits «n the city bud 
get Ore d hard soil.* vays 
Austin, who points nut 
that other similar city 
festivals charge admis¬ 
sion and that many arc 
partly funded by local 
governments. 

However, the Houston 
International Festival 
does get some support 
tom the city in th* far™ 
of in-lund contributions 
for police protection and 
other services. It also 
receives a direct contri¬ 
bution from the Cultural 
Arts Caunal at Houston. 

Which is funded by a 
Share of the city'* 
iiutei/metei oeeupanry 

tax. In 399*. the CACH 
give the festival just 
more than $54,00). The 
Icvei of support from 
other governmental 
sources is likewise 
small. This year the 
Texas Commission on 
the Arts is forking over a 

mere $15^60, The festi¬ 
val obtained no money from the National 
Endowment for the Acre, liter receiving 
$3,000 from the NEA Iasi year. 

Tho« sort of numbers don't go fir In pro¬ 
ducing a ten-day festival, which this year has 
a $4.1 million budget. The festival's educa¬ 
tional program is also funded out of that 
budget Austin takes great pride in the feet 
that each year the foundation produces, with 
istitonce from the Junior League. 10,000 
hooks about the festival's country ot honor 
at a cost of about SM.Wtt (Kurds be fore¬ 
warned: this year's honuree is Turkey) TV» 
books are distributed among school dis¬ 
tricts around the state and country. 

The greater pact of the event’s funding has 
long boon the revenue generated by the fes¬ 
tival'* take of food and beverage tales and 
fees charged to arts sad crafts merenints. 
Food venders must pay S24.0CO per booih 
for the entire festi'-'aL Merchants pay S150 
per weekend for their space. The festival 
get* *11 the beverage revenues. Since 


Austin's arrival on the scene, however, eer 
poraie participation has been cinphaaiacd 
more than cvet brforc. In 1994 corporate 
sponsorship accounted for 30 percent of the 
festival budget. 

Austin was hired as president of the lesfi- 
vit in S9S7. the year after jean-Micftel 
Jarre’s light-ond-sound spectacle sent the 
/estiva! $357,000 in the hole. A year after 
Austin took over, the festival foundation 
wit able to retire th- debt, as well as 4 
S2S0IXX) b.-mk loan, 

it was alto in 1537 that the festival put the 
word intenaliotai in it* title and began 
focusing on one specific counu y each year 
a* part of an effort to make the festival 
more attractive to corporate sponsors, in 
exchange for the corporate support of the 
event, festival office,!* stage receptions and 
seminar* to help those companies make 
confect* and possibly do buvih'-'S* with the 
country of honor. 

“Getting them involved gives them a eon- 


: fidence that this festival is important tu this 
| community in a deep sense. ncujuat a frivo- 
; lotJS SCmSC, and thru ;lK 7 ua be pars of it," 
j Say* Austin, "We do that not only at the 
* seminar, but also have foca-tot'acc business 
mi'etiug* net up for them and have opportu¬ 
nities for them tv network. I think lhai 
give* ihvm the feeling that, while Ihey may 
not understand the Curatorial side ttf it. that 
(he Houston International Festival it an 
important thing for the community and 
needs to be supported.' m , ■ * 

One of this year's corpurate sponsor* 
has drawn the ire of Cuuncilwnman 
Eleanor Tinsley. The anti-tobacco crusad¬ 
ing councilwoman isn’t pleased that 
Bm»n & Hjduu* is one of the festival's 
sponsor* and wii! 6e oa.-si.ig oat coupons 
and free sample! of its product curing 
the event, 

"The festival does need the money,’ 
acknowledges Tinsley, "but to me it’s 
sort fll blood money. To me it’* a seriou* 
problem." 

But Tinsley's outrage over tobacco com¬ 
plex' sponsorship of the festival isn’t so 
pronounced that she thinks the city should 
ctmgh up additional funds for the event. 
Instead. the festival should simply be more 
choosy when it comes tu its *pon*er». 
Tinsley says. 

Others would prefer no corporate 
involvement at all, Thvy fondly nynll when 
the festival and It* tnrnliite events were 
simpler undertakings. One of the most 
peipuiar feature* of the festival is the Art 
Car Parade, which, according to one of the 
original organisers, began as an "anti¬ 
parade." And Trish riererra says she's not 
surprised rha: the roadside attraction is 
pan or* festival that's no longer fret, 

"I guess this is how everything eventually 
endi up,’ says riererrs, in ui-tist and kair- 
styliit. "It'S not surpi feing thsi it would 
end up like this because- everything anally 
comes around to being sponsored by 
Sudwefear." 

But Austin has no apologies for the cor¬ 
porate sponsorships — tobacco company 
or otherwise — or the new admission fee. 
which he hopes wiU generate at least 
SjOO.POO, Ha's proud that he's taken in 
event that began in 1971 as the Main Street 
Festival anti transformed it into an cx'trava- 
giT-ta that feature* hundreds of local and 
international artists and performers and U 
attended by close to a ntiilion people each 
year — weather permitting. 

"it's nut possible to .have * (estival with¬ 
out an atimiesion feel." says Austb. "That's 
why nobody else doe* it.' 

At least not any more. G3 
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Source: https://www.industrydocuments.ucsf.edu/docs/nypn0004 





